Abstract. The aquatic snails Viviparus ater and V. contectus are sympatric in several places in southern Europe; they differ morphologically, karyotypically and in their life-history traits. Previous work has shown weak introgression of allozyme markers associated with high heterospecific mating rates in a natural population at Lazise in Lake Garda, northern Italy. Snails were kept in small artificial ponds with equal numbers of males and females of both species, and rates of assortative mating, speciesspecific mating propensities, and the relative frequencies of the reciprocal heterospecific mating pairs (V. ater males V. contectus females and V. contectus males V. ater females) were determined. Randomization tests were used to control statistically for problems inherent in many assortative mating experiments. The extent of assortative mating under relative densities of 50 V. ater:1 V. contectus, which is closer to the natural condition at Lazise, was also determined. Heterospecific matings occurred at a rate of 10·9% at relative densities of 1:1, significantly different from random mating. The heterospecific mating rate of V. contectus was much higher (75%) when it was at low density. Viviparus contectus females had significantly higher mating propensities than did V. ater females. In contrast to field data, the relative frequencies of the reciprocal heterospecific mating pairs were similar in the experiments, suggesting that factors other than mate choice may be responsible for the higher frequency of V. ater males V. contectus females in the field. Assortative mating in Viviparus comprises an insignificant barrier to introgression even in conjunction with the low fitness of hybrids, especially where the relative population densities of the species differ.
Matings between closely related taxa have interested evolutionary biologists since the evolutionary synthesis, when reproductive isolation was identified as the sine qua non of speciation (e.g. Mayr 1942; Littlejohn & Watson 1985) . The extent to which alleles undergo introgression ultimately determines the degree of correlation between the evolutionary trajectories of the hybridizing taxa. This has been the idea underlying the species definition embodied in the biological species concept (Mayr 1942; Coyne et al. 1988) . A controversy remains over whether positive assortative mating ('homogamy') can evolve through selection against the production of hybrids (Paterson 1978; Felsenstein 1981; Butlin 1989; Howard 1993) , an evolutionary process often termed the 'reinforcement of reproductive isolation' through 'reproductive character displacement'. Several problems remain, and progress has been limited, in part, by trade-offs imposed in attempting to duplicate realistic conditions while meeting statistical requirements in measuring assortative mating in populations and mate choice in individuals (Spieth & Ringo 1983) . Studies of assortative mating and introgression often go hand in hand because as assortative mating increases, the rate of introgression decreases.
The live-bearing aquatic snails Viviparus ater (Christofori & Jan 1832) and V. contectus (Millet 1813) are sympatric in Italy and hybridize naturally where they co-occur, even though they differ in several morphological, karyotypical and lifehistory traits (Trüb 1990; Porter & Ribi 1994) . Under experimental conditions, hybrid dysfunction occurs with F 1 hybrids (mostly male) produced in low to moderate frequencies, and these are viable and fertile in back-crosses with the parental species (Trüb 1990) . In a natural population in Lake Garda, Italy, the species are often 0003-3472/95/051389+10 $08.00/0 1995 The Association for the Study of Animal Behaviour
